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formation	 systems	 in	 Africa.	 We	 draw	 on	 the	 social	





laboration	 between	 a	 range	 of	 actors,	 key	 institutions	
and	system	leaders	within	 the	region	(the	horizontal);	
top-	down	 policies,	 regulations,	 and	 funding	 streams	
that	 enable	 or	 constrain	 the	 regional	 skills	 ecosystem	
(the	vertical);	and	the	points	where	these	two	interact,	
often	 through	 mediation	 activities.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	
last	of	these	three,	our	cases	point	to	the	importance	of	
nurturing	 organisations	 which	 can	 provide	 SEM	 lead-




ops	 the	 SEM	 in	 relation	 to	 regional	 skills	 ecosystems.	
First,	we	problematise	the	notion	of	a	facilitatory	state	






































are	 characterised	 by	 large	 urban	 informal	 and	 rural	 subsistence	 economies	 (alongside	 a	 sub-
stantial	formal	sector,	both	urban	and	rural,	in	the	case	of	South	Africa).	Their	respective	states	





tutions	 need	 to	 be	 built	 or	 strengthened	 and	 a	 clearer	
understanding	 is	 required	 of	 the	 processes	 of	 institu-
tionalisation	and	what	mechanisms	make	it	possible	to	
build	this	capacity	and	sustain	it	over	time.




































college	staff;	analysis	of	 social	media	 interactions	 in	 learning	networks;	 surveys	of	 lecturers	and	
analysis	of	policy	texts.	In	all	cases,	team	members	had	been	involved	in	skills	development	activities	
prior	to	the	research	and	made	use	of	the	insights	gained	to	reflect	critically	on	these	diverse	cases.
THE SKILLS ECOSYSTEM CONCEPT
The	skills	ecosystems	literature	is	conventionally	dated	to	Finegold’s	1999	paper,	which	draws	
on	his	earlier	work	on	high	and	low	skill	equilibria	(Finegold	&	Soskice,	1988).	Skills	ecosystems	
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&	 Karlsen,	 2020).	 Like	 the	 much	 older	 industrial	 districts	 literature,	 this	 initially	 focused	 on	
empirical	 studies	 of	 high	 skill	 spatial-	sectoral	 clusters,	 such	 as	 Silicon	 Valley.	 More	 recently,	
Buchanan	and	Spours	 (both	with	various	colleagues)	have	moved	 towards	a	more	 intermedi-
ate	skills	level	approach.	However,	the	literature	is	concentrated	on	Anglophone	OECD	states,	


























ing,	 living	and	working. These	 include,	but	are	not	 limited	 to,	national/regional	development	
policies,	 approaches	 to	 decentralisation,	 industrial	 and	 labour	 market	 policies,	 and	 education	
and	training	policies	and	associated	funding	streams	and	resources.	These	verticalities	are	often	
top-	down.
Second,	 ‘collaborative	horizontalities’	are	 the	networks	between	various	actors	at	 the	 local	
level.	As	with	the	wider	industrial	district	tradition,	there	is	an	emphasis	on	collaboration	be-
tween	actors	rather	than	competition.	In	Hodgson	and	Spours’	account,	which	is	more	strongly	
grounded	 in	education	 than	other	versions,	 educational	organisations,	particularly	vocational	
and	higher	ones,	are	emphasised	as	key	to	this	dimension	of	the	model.	Spours	(2019)	argues	









The	 SEM	 is	 a	 model,	 and	 thus	 needs	 to	 be	 examined	 in	 relation	 to	 contextual	 conditions.	
Spours	argues	 that	 it	 should	be	considered	as	a	 long- term project	 in	which	continued	effort	 is	
required	 to	 “understand	 the	 configuration	 of	 forces	 needed	 for	 the	 flourishing	 of	 such	 a	 sys-
tem	and	the	nurturing	of	complex	relationships	over	time”	(Spours,	2019,	p.	19).	This	literature	




















eThekwini: A planned regional development agenda
The	 first	 case	 focuses	on	 the	eThekwini	Metropolitan	area	 in	 the	province	of	KwaZulu-	Natal	
(KZN),	which	includes	the	industrialised	port	city	of	Durban.	It	 is	strategically	located	on	the	
eastern	seaboard	of	southern	Africa	and	acts	as	the	key	import	and	export	point	for	the	South	
African	 economic	 heartland,	 as	 well	 as	 neighbouring	 countries.	 The	 eThekwini	 Metropolitan	
area	has	experienced	rapid	population	growth	and	is	South	Africa's	third	largest	city	with	a	popu-
lation	 of	 over	 3  million	 people.	 The	 local	 metropolitan	 council	 is	 of	 sufficient	 status	 to	 have	
membership	of	the	global	metro	network,	C-	40.	While	the	city	has	a	large	formal	sector,	it	also	
has	high	levels	of	youth	unemployment	and	dependence	on	various	social	grants.











In	 various	 ways,	 these	 interventions	 represent	 ‘facilitating	 verticalities’.	 For	 example,	 the	
Oceans	 Economy	 Phakisa	 strategy	 focused	 on	 wider	 skills	 demand	 that	 could	 be	 unlocked	
through	better	institutional	collaboration.	State-	owned	enterprises	were	to	be	central	to	this,	al-
though	 the	 government	 also	 encouraged	 participation	 by	 the	 private	 sector.	 Additionally,	 our	




The	 regional	 skills	 ecosystem	 also	 includes	 a	 range	 of	 actors	 operating	 on	 the	 horizontal	
axis.	There	are	a	number	of	higher	education	institutions,	TVET	colleges	and	a	public	schooling	
system	that	includes	a	small	elite	sector.	The	region	also	includes	many	enterprises	engaged	in	












The	 three	 public	 TVET	 colleges	 in	 the	 region	 do	 not	 offer	 maritime-	specific	 occupational	
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While	both	initiatives	are	responses	to	the	national	agenda,	and	demonstrate	mediation	be-
tween	 facilitating	 verticalities	 and	 horizontal	 actors,	 our	 case	 study	 suggested	 that	 they,	 and	
other	initiatives,	remain	small	and	largely	disconnected	from	the	labour	market,	and	are	in	com-
petition	 with	 private	 or	 in-	company	 providers.	The	 qualifications,	 which	 conform	 to	 national	
programme	design	criteria,	were	not	developed	in	consultation	with	local	employers.


























The	 actors	 on	 the	 vertical	 axis	 are	 primarily	 state	 institutions	 concerned	 with	 natural	 re-
sources	and	community	development,	rather	than	industrial	skills	policies.	These	include	DAFF,	







all	 aspects	 of	 the	 system.	 These	 include	 macroeconomic	 trends	 in	 unemployment,	 economic	
growth	and	climate	change.	Agriculture	and	rural	development	in	the	area	are	also	profoundly	
shaped	by	the	domination	of	the	food	system	by	supermarketisation,	i.e.,	corporate	supply	chains,	
standards,	 packaging	 and	 logistics	 systems	 that	 effectively	 exclude	 small-	 and	 medium-	sized	
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farmers.	This	has	produced	a	spatially	separate	high-	skills	ecosystem	that	exists	in	direct	compe-
tition	to	the	smallholder	farmers,	both	for	economic	and	knowledge	resources.











































originally	donor-	funded	 in	 the	region	 in	response	 to	 the	humanitarian	crisis,	with	mandates	

































environment,	 and	 of	 introducing	 a	 stronger	 focus	 on	 career	 counselling.	 However,	 cross-	



















































can	 be	 classed	 as	 ‘anchor	 institutions’.	The	 latter	 has	 a	 mandate	 to	 work	 with	 other	 provider	
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institutions,	 but	 its	 local	 reach	 is	 limited,	 providing	 technological	 qualifications	 primarily	 to	
locals.	 However,	 it	 does	 not	 appear	 to	 have	 close	 relationships	 with	 the	 main	 employers	 or	
donors.	 SOGA’s	 favoured	 institution	 is	 faith-	based	 and	 is	 also	 a	 trusted	 provider	 for	 several	













of	 actors	 and	 institutions	 and	 how	 these	 might	 shape	 interactions	 that	 facilitate	 place-	based,	
socially	just	work	opportunities	that	enhance	living	through	learning.	Its	stress	on	the	vertical	
dimension	as	key	to	facilitating	skills	development	generates	important	questions	regarding	the	







































































Finally,	 the	 model	 is	 also	 useful	 for	 its	 stress	 on	 mediation	 mechanisms,	 and	 the	 related	
notions	 of	 local	 anchor	 institutions	 and	 skills	 ecosystem	 leadership.	 Spours	 argues	 that	 local	
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Finally,	Hodgson	and	Spours	 (2018)	point	 towards,	but	do	not	 fully	achieve,	 a	vision	of	
skills	ecosystems	that	 includes	thinking	about	skills	 for	 life	as	well	as	work,	and	a	concern	
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with	environmental	sustainability.	An	expanded	version	of	 the	account	needs	to	take	these	
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